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PREFACE 


The Corcoran Gallery of Art is proud to present 
the exhibition Helen Frankenthaler: Paintings 
1969 - 1974 . Helen Frankenthaler is one of the 
great living American artists. Her international 
reputation is well deserved, for she has created 
outstanding paintings which have contributed to 
the development of American art. 

The vision of Helen Frankenthaler has been extra¬ 
ordinary, for she has created canvases of color, 
light and space which both enlighten and enrich 
the sensibilities. Her sensuous use of color gives 
resonance and movement to each canvas. The 
spatial implications are endless. In all her 
innovation and independence she continues to 
reflect the work of nature and its manifestations. 

I wish to express my thanks to the artist for her 
concern and commitment. Special thanks must go 
to Gene Baro, who organized the exhibition. Of 
course any exhibition of this nature and stature 
depends also upon the cooperation and efforts of 
the museum staff. The Corcoran staff have 
worked prodigiously on the innumerable details 
involved in this undertaking. In particular, Susan 
Grady, Registrar, has given of her time and 
energies unstintingly. 

I am specially grateful to the many lenders to the 
exhibition who have been so cooperative and 
allowed the paintings in their ownership or care to 
be presented to a wider public. Their cooperation 
and sacrifice is much appreciated. It has made the 
exhibition possible. 


Thanks must go also to the members of the 
Corcoran’s Women’s Committee, particularly to 
Mrs. Carol Brumbaugh and the Ball Committee, for 
their constant efforts and total support of the 
exhibition. The exhibition preview is an important 
constituent of the Ball evening. 

Of particular importance and interest is the 
financial support given to the publication of the 
catalogue from a special fund endowed by Mrs. 
Katherine Dulin Folger. As a member of the 
Women’s Committee, Mrs. Folger has done much 
for the Corcoran and this publication fund is 
greatly appreciated. 

Thanks must go, too, to the National Endowment 
for the Arts, a Federal agency, for providing 
support for the Helen Frankenthaler exhibition. 
The Corcoran is grateful also for the cooperation 
of the Seattle Art Museum and The Museum of 
Fine Arts, Houston, who are co-sponsoring and 
presenting this major exhibition. 

The Corcoran Gallery of Art is committed “to the 
encouragement of the American genius.” 
Personally, I can think of no artist that reflects the 
genius peculiar to American art today as fully as 
Helen Frankenthaler. 

Roy Slade, Director/Dean 
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INTRODUCTION 


Some paintings require our scrutiny. They yield 
their visual insights only upon examination. Helen 
Frankenthaler’s paintings are not of this order. 
They have, from the instant we confront them, 
unity and immediacy of effect. However complex 
they may turn out to be, they are knowable as 
image. They are a paradigm, even a record, of 
process. Their energies are the literal energies of 
their facture. They are the very act of their 
creation, at one and the same time the thing in 
itself and the thing it stands for. 

A Frankenthaler painting is, in that first moment of 
the viewer’s knowledge, about the making of the 
painting, about the risk and miracle of the mark on 
the blank canvas. The dominant impression is of 
spontaneity, of the process in extension, as if the 
paint will continue to flow, the shapes continue to 
expand and develop on some organic principle. 
Yet the statement is so coherent, so rationalized 
by artistic intelligence, that the process is 
transformed into image, even into symbol. The 
reactive energy this artist brings to her experience 
is universalized in the painting process. 

After a while, with Frankenthaler painting, we 
come to see that method and technique are 
crucial to the artist’s vision. The fluidity of paint, 
the self-generating shapes and vigorous trajec¬ 
tories of the brushed lines, the pushed or 
drawn quality of the thinned pigments, the 
sensitive adjustment of edges, like the meeting of 
sentient tissues - all these elements reflect the 
act of painting as a personal mystique. The 
physical commitment of the artist, her way of 


dealing with paint, is the essense of her art, the 
language she uses to convey her experience to 
us. 

The Frankenthaler experience of the visual world, 
the insights finally conveyed by her work, has 
everything to do with the ambiguities and tensions 
of physical space, with the quality of distance. To 
this extent, she is a painter of the natural world, of 
landscape and seascape, of the indeterminacies 
of sea and sky. What she is apt to show us is the 
metamorphic qualities of visual relationships. In a 
Frankenthaler painting, everything is in process, 
conveying a dynamic of forms and energies in 
what seems an open situation. Mass will appear to 
be dissolving in light. Perhaps an explicit, 
expansive shape will thin to a luminosity that 
dematerializes it. Or perhaps a vibrant arc of color 
will spend itself in glowing fragments like a rocket 
gone its course. Frankenthaler’s thin hues, with 
the light of the white canvas pouring through, may 
present an atmosphere as iridescent as sunset. 

This play of qualities has its co-efficient, its 
equivilent, in the act of painting. The visual 
sensation of the painter’s choreography as she 
bends above or kneels at the unsized cotton duck, 
pouring, soaking, rolling, or otherwise manipulating 
the paint - adjusting its essential fluidity - derives 
as much from her bodily expression, the stroke of 
her arm, the heft of her shoulder, as it does from 
an idea of what the painting is to be. 

Frankenthaler, who pioneered the soaked-stain 
technique, also was one of the first artists of the 
fifties and sixties to exploit with consistent 
boldness and success the possibility of accidents 


in her method. Freeing the paint from the loaded 
brush, she freed herself to take advantage of 
unique paint properties. Her use of open form 
allowed her to compose after the fact. She was 
not bound by a foreknown compositional scheme, 
but could invent the balanced tensions and kinetic 
force of her paintings as she went along. She 
could bend them. Frankenthaler brilliantly adapted 
a graphic method, a way of drawing, to the uses of 
painting. Similarly, she has adapted watercolor 
technique to the large format, the grand canvas. 

I should say that her basic insight is of scale. Her 
concern is not with the literal size of a thing, but 
with the size of the experience conveyed by the 
precipitating object or event. She has been able to 
paint in the grand manner because she has felt the 
grandeur of visual life in natural and ordinary 
perceptions. She sees what is big in feeling, what 
is spacious and vital in relationships. Her paintings, 
large or small, convey this message of space, light 
and energy -- of an endless flux within a 
permanent order of things. Or is it the flux that is 
the order? 

In short, Frankenthaler is concerned with a 
fundamental language of perception adjusted to 
joyful and lyrical expression. For her, a celebration 
is itself a source of visual power, an affirmation . 

These particular qualities of resonance, the sense 
of the natural order of change, majestic and 
enduring, sets her a bit apart from her 
contemporaries. Her concern with the modernist 
aesthetics of painting has not been, like some of 
theirs, an intellectual exercise, the search for the 
right attitude, or for a rationale. She has looked 


instead to the disciplines of modernism for a fuller 
means to record and express her experience. She 
has been fortunate in finding a method so exactly 
suited to her temperment and energies. 

Frankenthaler has a large indebtedness to Pollock 
for his singular manipulation of paint energies and 
for demonstrating in the drip paintings pictorial 
coherence without traditional composition. 
Kandinsky offered her the lesson of open form, 
Gorky the lesson of how drawing may be 
combined with painterliness. Dove and O’Keeffe 
perhaps suggested the vibrancy to be found in 
inflected passages of color. There is other 
indebtedness, no doubt, but Frankenthaler’s use 
of her influences is unique and her sense of scale 
entirely her own. She has truly made an American 
art in the grand manner, ample and forceful as the 
land itself, but also unpretentious, unrhetorical and 
intensely personal. 

In reviewing Frankenthaler’s big paintings 1969- 
1974 - the years since her retrospective at the 
Whitney Museum of American Art in New York - 
we capture the sense of an increasing refinement 
of means in the service of a spacious vision and 
find an artist who successfully and now habitually 
transforms a personal style into a universal state¬ 
ment. This is the work of the major phase, of an 
assurance and technical maturity that loses 
nothing to the exuberance of earlier work. The 
firmness of visual control over these vast surfaces 
is nothing less than masterful. 

Gene Baro 


CATALOGUE 

Dimensions are given in inches with height preceding width. 
All paintings are acrylic on cotton duck. 
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Private Collection 
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Private Collection 
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Private Collection 
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Private Collection 
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Private Collection 
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25 Barbuda 1974 
106” x 65” 

Private Collection 
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Private Collection 
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Private Collection 
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David Mirvish Gallery, Toronto 
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Private Collection 
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Mr. & Mrs. Robert Peter Miller, New York 
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108”x 81 ” 

The Waddington Galleries, London 
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1928 Born December 12, New York City, daughter of Alfred 

Frankenthaler, Justice of New York State Supreme 
Court, and Martha Lowenstein. 
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with Paul Feeley. 

1947 Spends nonresident term working for Art Outlook, a 
magazine review, and studies at Art Students League 
with Vaclav Vytlacil. 

1949 Studies with painter Wallace Harrison. Graduates from 
Bennington, enters Graduate School of Fine Arts, 
Columbia University. 

1950 Exhibits in Twelve Unknowns at the Kootz Gallery, 
New York (Frankenthaler selected by Adolph 
Gottlieb). 

1951 First one-man show at Tibor de Nagy Gallery, New 
York. 

1952 Paints Mountains and Sea. 

1956 Designs ark tapestry curtains for Temple of Aaron, St. 
Paul, Minnesota. 

1957 Exhibits in Artists of the New York School: Second 
Generation, Jewish Museum, and Young America 
1957: 30 American Painters and Sculptors Under 35, 
Whitney Museum. 

1958 Marries Robert Motherwell. Teaches drawing and 
painting at New York University. Exhibits in Nature in 
Abstraction, Whitney Museum. 

1959 Awarded First Prize, I Biennale de Paris for Jacob’s 
Ladder. 

1960 Retrospective show organized by Frank O’Hara at 
Jewish Museum. 


1961 Exhibits in American Abstract Expressionists and 
Imagists, Guggenheim Museum. Establishes first 
Provincetown summer studio; continues to paint 
summers in Provincetown through 1969. 

1962 Begins to paint with synthetic polymer (acrylic) paints. 

1963 Serves on Fulbright Selection Committee (through 
1965). Executes gouaches for Art in America 
anniversary album. 

1967 Teaches at School of Art and Architecture, Yale Uni¬ 
versity, and School of the Visual Arts, New York. 
Elected Trustee, Bennington College. 

1968 Appointed Fellow, Calhoun College, Yale University. 
Given Joseph E. Temple Gold Medal Award, 
Philadelphia Academy of Fine Arts. 

1969 Retrospective show at the Whitney Museum. 

1971 Designs and executes set for Of Love for the Erick 
Hawkins Dance Company. Executes Lot’s Wife, an 11 
foot vertical tritych lithograph. 

1972 Receives Gold Medal of the Commune of Catania at 
Terza Biennale Internationale della Grafica d’Arte 
Florence. Receives Garrett Award at the 70th 
American Exhibition, Chicago Art Institute. Designs 
poster for the 15th Festival of Two Worlds at Spoleto. 

1973 Receives Honorary Degree, Doctor of Fine Arts, 
Smith College. Paints two murals commissioned for 
the First Wisconsin Center Building, Milwaukee. 
Executes 71 unique ceramic tiles. Executes first 
woodcut, East and Beyond. 

1974 Receives Honorary Degree, Doctor of Fine Arts, 
Moore College of Art. Elected member, National 
Institute of Arts and Letters. Elected member of the 
Corporation of Yaddo, Saratoga Springs. Receives 
Creative Artist Laureate, American Jewish Congress. 
Ceramic tile wall installed, North Central Bronx 
Hospital, New York. 42 foot tapestry from cartoon 
study executed at Aubusson by Gloria Ross for 
Witchita, Kansas Fourth National Bank. Establishes 
waterfront studio in Connecticut. 
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Gold Medal of the Commune of Catania at III Biennale della 
Grafica d’Arte Florence, 1972 

Garrett Award in the 70th American Exhibition, Art Institute 
of Chicago, 1972 

Creative Arts Award, National Women’s Division, American 
Jewish Congress, 1974 

RECENT MAJOR COMMISSIONS 

First Wisconsin National Bank Milwaukee, Wisconsin, 1973. 
Shield -1973, a/c, 8’9 1 /2 x 17’6 1 /2” 

Copper Afternoons - 1973, a/c, 8’4 5/8” x 23’ 7/8” 

The Fourth National Bank, Wichita, Kansas, 1974. 

Design for tapestry, c. 10’ x 45’ 

North Central Bronx Hospital, New York, 1973-74. Ceramic 
tile wall. Executed at Bennington Potters, Vermont; in¬ 
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PUBLIC COLLECTIONS (BY CITY) 


Baltimore: Baltimore Museum of Art 

Bennington: Bennington College 

Berkeley: University of California at Berkeley, Museum 

Buffalo: Albright-Knox Art Gallery 

Chicago: Art Institute 

Cincinnati: Cincinnati Art Museum 

Cleveland: Cleveland Museum of Art 

Detroit: Detroit Institute of Arts 

Hartford: Wadsworth Atheneum 

Honolulu: Academy of Arts 

Houston: Contemporary Arts Association 

Milwaukee: Milwaukee Art Institute 

Minneapolis: Walker Art Institute 

Nebraska: University of Nebraska 

New Haven: Yale University Art Gallery 

Newark: Newark Museum 


New York City: Brooklyn Museum 

Metropolitan Museum of Art 
Museum of Modern Art 
New York University Art Collection 
Whitney Museum of American Art 
Pasadena: Pasadena Art Museum 
Pittsburgh: Carnegie Institute 

Providence: Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Design 

St. Louis: City Art Museum 

San Francisco: San Francisco Museum of Art 

Syracuse: Everson Museum 

Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution 

Washington Gallery of Modern Art 

Outside the U.S. 

Australia, Melbourne: National Gallery of Victoria 
England, London: Victoria and Albert Museum 
Japan: Tokyo Museum 
North Ireland, Belfast: Ulster Museum 
Australia, Canberra: Australian National Gallery 

TEACHING POSITIONS 
SEMINARS, LECTURES 

1958 New York University, New York 

University of Pennsylvania, Phila. 

1967 School of Art and Architecture, Yale University 

School of Visual Arts, New York 

1970 Yale University, Calhoun College (Seminar) 

Hunter College, New York (Seminar) 

1971 Princeton University, New Jersey (Seminar) 
Memorial Art Gallery, Rochester 

High Museum of Art, Atlanta 

1972 Museum of Art, Detroit 
Goucher College, Maryland 
City Art Museum, St. Louis 
Washington University, School of Fine Arts 
Portland Art Museum, Oregon 

Cooper Union, New York 
Bennington College, Vermont (Seminar) 

1973 Dallas Museum 

Whitney Museum of American Art, New York 
(Seminar) 

Brooklyn Museum Art School, New York 
Skidmore College, Saratoga Springs 

1974 Swarthmore College, Pennsylvania 
Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 

1975 Drew University, Madison, NJ 
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Correction: Catalogue #30 Jovian Atmosphere appears upside down. 


Note: For a book length study of the artist’s work 
see: Rose, Barbara. Frankenthaler. New York. 
Abrams, 1972. 




